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The need to empower women and to establish gender equality remains a pressing challenge. 
Although some women hold significant 
leadership positions, many do not. 
Too often, the discussion of the role 
of women in society is perceived 
as a mundane and isolated issue. It 
should be mainstreamed. The quest 
to define women’s role in leadership 
and their distinct political needs and 
interests appears elusive and lacking 
in determination. Perhaps we must 
revisit our past in order to distinguish 
the extent to which women have 
the capacity and will to lead and to 
represent political interests and needs, 
not only for themselves but for a diverse 
society as a whole.
Transformational Leadership: 
Women’s March of August 1956
Leadership reflects the behaviours 
and understandings of all individuals 
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and is a critical aspect of human 
activity (Williams, 2006). According 
to Mbigi (2005), the role of leadership 
is to enable development and 
progress in society, communities and 
organisations; thus the definitive task 
of leadership is that of transformation. 
Zagoršek, Dimovski and Škerlavaj 
(2009) explain that transformational 
leadership concentrates on intangible 
qualities, such as vision, shared values 
and ideas; these are used in order 
to build relationships, provide larger 
meaning to separate activities, and 
to also provide common ground to 
encourage fellowship in the process 
of change. Burns (1978) described 
transformational leadership as an 
ongoing process, whereby leaders and 
followers raise each other to higher 
levels of morality and motivation; 
therefore the transformational leader 
seeks to encourage individuals to be 
sentient toward what they feel and to 
define meaningful values, in order to 
bring about purposeful action. 
Thus, the estimated 20 000 women 
(of all races) who courageously marched 
on 9th August 1956 to the Union 
Buildings in Pretoria, can easily be 
labelled transformational leaders. The 
significance of August (also commonly 
referred to as ‘women’s month’) owes 
its merit to these intrepid women, 
as they gathered in order to petition 
against the country’s pass laws. This pass 
law required South Africans defined as 
‘black’ under the Population Registration 
Act to carry an internal passport, so as to 
regulate the movement of black South 
Africans and to uphold the apartheid 
government’s policy of segregation. The 
march was led by Helen Joseph, Rahima 
Moosa, Sophie Williams, Lilian Ngoyi 
and Frances Baard; all of whom (among 
others) have come to be understood as 
iconic and transformative leaders who 
helped to liberate the South African 
people from the apartheid regime 
(Mulaudzi, 2011).
The women who participated in 
the march not only took a pivotal step 
toward the liberation of South Africa, 
but they too liberated the notion of 
women being able to practice their 
own political interests and needs, in 
order to affect the greater population. 
These women brought the essence 
of transformational leadership to the 
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fore; as a result they excelled in their 
capacity to demonstrate the role of 
leadership in the want for change.
They also showed in practice that 
transformational leadership requires 
the movement of a collective people 
and centres on the attraction of a social 
group (Burns, 1978). According to the 
UNHCR (2002), a social group can 
be understood as a group of persons 
who share a common characteristic 
(innate, unchangeable, or which is 
otherwise fundamental to identity, 
consciences or the exercise of one’s 
human rights) and are perceived as a 
group by society. Political and social 
theorists understand social groups and 
associations as a collective of persons 
who come together voluntarily as 
individuals and establish the association 
by forging rules, positions and offices. 
The emergence of organised women’s 
engagements has not only helped us to 
understand women as a social group, 
but it too has provoked debate about 
women’s interests and needs in the 
social, political and economic realms 
(Young, 1990).
Political Interests and Needs: The 
Role of Women as a Social Group
The interpretation of ‘interests and 
needs’ is politically contested; and 
who gets to establish the authoritative 
needs is itself a political stake. As a 
result these interpretations may not be 
adequate and fair and therefore public 
discourse itself becomes an issue when 
discussing the political interests and 
needs of people (Fraser, 1988).
Despite the emergence of organised 
women’s social groups, women’s 
interests and needs remain highly 
contentious, because women are 
positioned within their societies through 
a variety of different means, and the 
interests and needs women have as a 
group are similarly shaped in complex 
and sometimes conflicting ways, thus 
making it difficult to generalise about 
them. Consequently, we need to specify 
how the various categories of women 
might be affected differently and act 
differently due to the particularities 
of their social positioning and chosen 
identities (Molyneux, 1985).
Molyneux proposes that there are 
three ways in which women’s interests 
may be categorised: strategic interests; 
interests  derived deductively,  from 
the analysis of women's subordination 
to which alternatives are formulated 
to overcome women’s subordination; 
and practical gender interests, which 
are given inductively and arise from 
the actual conditions of women's 
positioning within the gender division 
of labour. These are formulated by 
the women who are themselves 
within these positions, rather than 
through external interventions; and 
practical interests are a response to 
an immediate perceived need. These 
conceptions of interests are used to 
explain the dynamics and goals of 
women's participation in social action.
Interestingly, the women of 1956 
enable one to consider not only 
the categories of women’s interests 
provided by Molyneux, but they 
also allow one to consider the role 
of organised women’s social groups 
within political processes that affect 
the interests and needs of a nation. 
According to Reeves and Baden 
(2000), interests and needs should not 
be externally defined or seen as fixed, 
as these result from a political process 
of contestation and interpretation. 
As a result, the women of 1956 who 
acquired more than 100 000 signatures 
to petition against the apartheid 
government’s legislation to control the 
movements of black South Africans, 
proved that organised women’s social 
groups have the capacity to bring 
about social change, by representing 
the interests and needs of the people. 
Through their action they contributed 
to South Africa’s non-racial and non-
sexist constitution that we celebrate 
today (Mulaudzi, 2011).
Perhaps the greatest achievement 
of those gallant women of 1956 was 
their ability to unite in numbers to 
rebel against an oppressive system 
and demonstrate their leadership 
qualities. Their courage and bravery 
should encourage us to reconsider the 
solutions to the challenges we face 
today, critically that of poverty and 
underdevelopment. Indeed women, 
who share a unique perspective and 
are able to represent a diverse society, 
have to play a pivotol role in reducing 
the rates of poverty. 
Women as Representatives of a 
Diverse Society: Poverty
Diversity  is an evolving concept. 
Contemporary authors have defined 
diversity as any significant difference 
that distinguishes one individual from 
another. This general definition includes 
a broad range of overt and hidden 
qualities, therefore researchers attempt 
to organise diversity characteristics; for 
example Kreitz (2008) suggested four 
areas, namely: personality (abilities, 
skills and traits); internal (ethnicity, 
gender, race, IQ level and sexual 
orientation); external (culture, marital 
or parental status and religion); and 
organisational (department, positions, 
union or non-union). 
As a concept, diversity can be 
understood as acknowledging, 
understanding, accepting, valuing, 
and celebrating differences among 
people with respect to age, class, 
ethnicity, gender, physical and mental 
ability, race, sexual orientation, 
spiritual practice and beliefs, and 
public assistance status (Etsy, Griffin 
and Schorr-Hirsh, 1995). According 
to Ely and Thomas (2001) diversity 
is a characteristic of groups of two 
or more people and it also refers to 
demographic differences of one type 
or another among the group members. 
Representation of women in politics 
is understood as increasing the number 
of women in the political arena, under 
the assumption that women in power 
would be more responsive to women's 
interests than men (Morna, 2004). 
Therefore we must capitalise on the 
representation of women, in order to 
address the challenges we face today, 
such as poverty, underdevelopment 
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encourage individuals 
to be sentient toward 
what they feel and 
to define meaningful 
values, in order to 
bring about purposeful 
action.
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and the empowerment of women.
Moheyuddin (2005) explains that 
gender inequality and poverty are 
closely related, as poverty exacerbates 
gender inequality while gender 
inequality exacerbates poverty, as 
gender inequality causes lack of access to 
productive resources and employment 
opportunities for women. Poor families 
have a lack of economic resources 
and the women remain deprived of 
education, better food and clothing, 
and even tend to have low self-esteem. 
As a result, poverty results in gender 
inequality, thus the representation 
of women in government and within 
organised social groups can become 
an important factor in the exercise of 
power and influence.
However, the manner in which 
women are perceived as representatives 
within political spaces is met with a 
variety of interpretations. Too often, 
female candidates tend not to initiate 
discussion of women's issues, because 
it is presumed that they will not protect 
the interests of all people. Women 
candidates also place less emphasis on 
their domestic lives in their campaigning, 
because it is suspected that a woman 
would be distracted from her public 
work by her private concerns. As such, 
when in political office women tend to 
assume duties that reflect traditional 
women's concerns.  
The role of women in government 
is shaped by the effects of recruitment 
procedures and organisational 
constraints in a political system 
dominated by patriarchal norms, 
and female leaders who, to varying 
degrees, accept and make decisions 
according to these patriarchal norms 
due to stereotypes and sexism (Sapiro, 
1981). It should also be noted that 
not all women seek to be within the 
political arena with the intention of 
representing women's interests, for 
example the Zambian Minister of 
Agriculture, Food and Fisheries, Edith 
Nawakwi, who distanced herself from 
women’s movements and showed 
little interest in gender relation issues 
(Morna, 2004). 
However, Vickers (2006) argues 
that when women assert an interest, 
they claim the right to be among 
state decision makers with political 
demands. Women have an objective 
interest to expand the presence of 
women among decision makers, so 
that all women’s interests can be 
heard. Women need to monitor state 
politics and engage in electoral projects 
and gender gap strategies in order to 
transform political systems and political 
discourse. The argument is that 
although all issues are societal issues, 
women will identify with some issues 
more easily because of their lived 
experience as emphasised by Frelimo 
MP Ana Sabonete from Mozambique, 
who believes that there are some issues 
women are better qualified to speak 
about as they know the reality of the 
situation and as such can illustrate it 
better for the understanding of men. 
Conclusion 
We must continue to learn from 
the transformative leaders of our past, 
like the spirited women of 1956, in 
order to find solutions to confront the 
difficulties we encounter today, such 
as the eradication of poverty, racism 
and sexism. Leadership is exercised 
in different contexts with different 
characteristics; therefore it is important 
that we study the contexts in which 
leadership has to be exercised so that 
we may function as successful future-fit 
leaders. Despite our differences 
(gender, age, class, or other) we must 
as youth and students unite in our will 
to elevate our society, as those before 
us have done, in order to bring about 
our own distinct transformational 
leadership abilities, and to become the 
future fit leaders we hope for. 
Therfore, it is important that we 
acknowledge and celebrate the merits 
of our diversity, as the liberation of all 
people must be met by the will of all 
people, and this can only be achieved 
through organised social groups. The 
importance of women’s access to 
political decision making should not be 
underestimated.  It must rely on special 
measures in the form of electoral 
systems, quotas, gender aware political 
parties, democratic environments, 
and intensified social groups (Morna, 
2004). Indeed, organised women’s 
social groups have the capacity to 
represent not only their own political 
interests and needs, but they too have 
the ability to represent the needs and 
interests of society as a whole. ■
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Perhaps the  
greatest achievement 
of those gallant women 
of 1956 was their ability 
to unite in numbers 
to rebel against an 
oppressive system 
and demonstrate their 
leadership qualities. 
Their courage and 
bravery should 
encourage us to 
reconsider the solutions 
to the challenges we 
face today, critically 
that of poverty and 
underdevelopment.
